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Abstract

This article evaluates the dilemma between intentions and outcomes, based on
the transparency debate that has recently resurfaced, by undertaking a critical
reading of essential architectural history texts. Using the New National Gallery by
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, in Berlin, as the central focus, it argues that, in reality,
transparent buildings do not always allow clear vision, free flow, circulation, con-
nection, and accessibility. As a result, the building challenges modern notions by
presenting glass as an ephemeral and temporal reflective screen and a condensed
opaque veil due to its context and content.

Keywords: transparency, glass, climate, reflection, Mies van der Rohe.

Resumen

Este articulo evalUa el dilema entre las intenciones y los resultados, basado en el
debate de transparencia que recientemente ha resurgido en la realizacion de una
lectura critica de los textos esenciales de |a historia arquitectonica. Utilizando como
enfoque central la Nueva Galeria Nacional de Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, en Ber-
lin, se argumenta que, en realidad, los edificios transparentes no siempre permiten
una vision clara, flujo libre, circulacion, conexion y accesibilidad. Como resultado,
el edificio desafia las nociones modernas al presentar el vidrio como una pantalla
reflexiva temporal y efimera y un velo opaco condensado, debido a su contexto y
contenido.

Palabras clave: transparencia, vidrio, clima, reflexion, Mies van der Rohe.

Resumo

Este artigo avalia o dilema entre as intengdes e os resultados, baseado no deba-
te de transparéncia, que recentemente tem ressurgido fundamento na realizagdo
de uma leitura critica dos textos essenciais da histéria arquitetonica. Utilizando
como abordagem central a Nova Galeria Nacional de Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
em Berlim, argumenta-se que, na realidade, os edificios transparentes nem sempre
permitem uma visdo clara, fluxo livre, circulagdo, conexao e acessibilidade. Como
resultado, o edificio desafia as nogdes modernas ao apresentar o vidro como uma
tela refletiva temporal e efémera, e um véu opaco condensado devido a seu con-
texto e conteudo.

Palavras chave: Clima, Mies van der Rohe, reflexo, transparéncia, vidro.

[146] Diciembre de 2017. ISSN 2011-3188. E-ISSN 2215-969X. Bogota, pp. 146-153. http://dearq.uniandes.edu.co



Figure 1. New National Gallery by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe
in Berlin, 1962-68. Photo: Jean-Pierre Dalbéra, 2013.

Introduction

In the late 2016, the PritzkerSwiss architectural office Herzog
& de Meuron presented their competition-winning plans for a
modern art museum in Berlin: The Museum of the 20th cen-
tury. This was to be an extension of the New National Gallery
(Neue Nationalgalerie), designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe
between 1962 and 1968 (Fig. 1). Initiated by the competition,
the concept of transparency in modern architecture has re-
emerged as a topic of discussion in architectural circles. The
architects Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron have recently
published a book on the analysis of transparency in the works
of architects and artists such as Mies van der Rohe, Bruno Taut,
Gerhard Richter, and Marcel Duchamp.* Although the book’s
theme is derived from Mies’ Farnsworth House (1945-51)
in Illinois, Herzog and de Meuron analyze various aspects of
transparency, ranging from the effect of camouflage in terms
of blending into the surrounding, to the literal and figurative
meaning of ‘seeing through.’ As noted in the book, transpar-
ency has essentially been the symbol of pure modern architec-
ture and was appreciated with great enthusiasm in the twenti-
eth-century. Mies, for example, has been primarily associated
with glass architecture based on the metaphor of “skin and
bones,” which makes reference to his Glass Skyscraper design
in 1922. Having experimented with various styles of glass in
his buildings, he has intended to express different qualities of
transparency, translucency, opacity, and reflectivity.3

dearq 21. INVESTIGACION ABIERTA

Since the twentieth-century, transparency has been associ-
ated with the dissolution of the facade and the dematerial-
ization of the wall with its metaphors of invisibility, weight-

lessness, clearing, absence, and abstraction.* Using the New
National Gallery as the central focus, this paper argues that, in
reality, transparent buildings do not always allow clear vision,
free flow, circulation, connection, and accessibility. It evalu-
ates the dilemma of the intentions and outcomes through the
debate on transparency that has recently resurfaced by criti-
cally reading essential architectural history texts. As a result,
it shows that the transparent surfaces of the New National
Gallery, in particular, produce a temporal and reflective screen
that frame the city and propose a new opaque layer through
changes in the weather.

The Gallery as a Free Space

The New National Gallery’s plan consists principally of two
architectural elements: a large platform and a roof in the
shape of a square (Fig. 2). The thick steel roof, which covers
the whole building, has no false ceiling and, thus, it allows
the audience to perceive the grilles inside the roof. The large
platform, which is the base floor of the entrance level and the
main gallery space, can be accessed by a few steps leading in
from the street. The building has retaining walls on all sides of
the parcel, since, for Mies, the gallery should manifest itself
as “amonument in the city.”The base platform and the main

1 Herzog and de Meuron, Treacherous Transparencies.

2 Forabroad analysis on transparency in modern architecture, see Haag
Bletter, "Opaque Transparency”; Heynen, Architecture and Modernity;
Korn, “Glass in Modern Architecture of the Bauhaus Period”; Rowe and
Slutzky, “Transparency”; Mertins, Modernity Unbound; Zillich, “Specific
Transparencies.”

3 Forexample, as Sennet explains, Mies’ 860-880 Lake Shore Drive
Buildings (1949-51) in Chicago emphasize the reflective properties of the
material and transform glass into a mirror, which reports and responds
(Sennett, “Plate Glass,” 363). On the other hand, his Seagram Building in
New York (1958) is identifiable with its dark, opaque, and even stone-like
glass material (Comay, “Almost Nothing: Heidegger and Mies,” 181).

4  For Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co, ... [transparency] symbolizes
the passage from the real to the unreal, from weight to weightlessness’
(Mertins, Transparencies Yet to Come, 13). According to the culture critic
Walter Benjamin, glass — as the enemy of secrecy — has already achieved
the quality of pure transparency. He addresses the glass house as the
metaphor of moral exhibitionism (Benjamin, “Surrealism: The Last
Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia.”).

5 Vismann and Mayer, “The Perspiration Affair,” 82-83.

Ephemeral Transparency: Glass as a Reflective Screen and Opaque Veil in the New National Gallery. Deniz Balik [ 147 ]



dearq 21. CIUDAD, LITERATURA Y ARQUITECTURA EN PORTUGAL

Figure 2. Ground (top) and basement (bottom) level plans of the gallery.
Photo: bpk / Kunstbibliothek, SMB / Dietmar Katz, 1963.

gallery space, which is reserved for temporary exhibitions,
emphasize the concept of the void through modern use of the
free plan (Fig. 3). Conversely, the gallery space below, which
displays the permanent exhibition, is partitioned by columns,
walls, storage rooms, and can be accessed by two staircases
from ground level. In contrast to the glass walls of the main
gallery, the lower gallery is enclosed with white paint and ma-
terials (Fig. 4).

The building is based on the structural ideas of Mies’ two un-
realized projects: The Bacardi Rum Corporate Headquarters in
Santiago, Cuba (1957) and the Georg-Schafer Museum in Sch-
weinfurt, West Germany (1960-61). In these buildings, Mies

intended to create large spaces without interior internal col-
umns, but he instead managed exterior expressive structural
supports that related to his ‘skin and bones’ architecture.®
Along with some other modern architects, such as his first
master Peter Behrens, Mies searched for ways to emphasize
and express the steel structural system (Fig. 5). On the outside
of the gallery, he applied Behrens’ ball-and-socket joint sys-
tem in the Turbine Hall of AEG (2909) in Berlin in order to con-
nect the steel columns to the roof projection.” With the aim of
materialising the idea of pure transparency, he used glass on
all facades and displayed the entire steel structure system. In
the design process, he analysed the shadow cast by the sun.
Shadow on the glass surfaces would prevent reflections on
the glass and render the borders of the gallery invisible; the
intended effect of invisibility would highlight the idea of ‘ab-
sence.’ Contextually, the position of the gallery was derived
from the movements of the sun rather than from any other
environmental input.®

The gallery as a transparent glass cube initiated controversial
arguments among museum visitors and professionals since it
challenges the common modern understanding of the opaque
white cube. It contradicted the idea of the modern museum as
a sanctuary in which one could reflect in neutral interiors with-
out any outer disturbance. The critical audience disagreed with
the idea of being able to see paintings from the outside. Ignor-
ing the free space of the gallery as a flexible theatre stage, cu-
rators, and artists further expressed their confusion about not
having solid walls on which their paintings could be hung.® Be-
wilderment was further emphasized by an incident that took
place during the opening ceremony. The gallery director ex-
pressed utter bewilderment about where to hang the pictures,
and Miles” reply was, ‘That’s your problem, Dr. Hofmann.»*
However, the architectural historian Detlef Mertins points out
that Mies’ objective was to search for new ways of displaying
art and to encourage new ways of making art by conceiving it
as “... a framework or infrastructure for an experimental ap-
proach to art and life in which the question of autonomy ex-
tends to the curators and artists themselves.”** One example
of this could be that, since the 1970s, space has been used for
multimedia works, installation art, and performance art.* Dif-
ferentiating from the meditative and introverted character of
the white cube, the New National Gallery thoroughly displays
itself, the steel structure, artworks, audience, pedestrians, and
the cityscape.

6 Lambert, “Mies Immersion,” 197.
7  Cohen, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 161.
8 Vismann and Mayer, “The Perspiration Affair,” 84.
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9 Lambert, “Mies Immersion,” 497.

10 Rykwert and Martin, “A Posthumous Mies: Two Views,” 156.
11 Mertins, "Mies's Event Space,” 61 and 71.

12 Ibid., 67.
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Figure 3. Interior view of the main gallery. Photo: Milestoned, 2011.

Figure 4. Interior view of the lower gallery. Photo: Luca Volpi, 2011. Figure 5. Detail of the steel
column Photo: Author, 2007.
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Juxtaposed Images on the Reflective Screen

The intended effect of transparency is reflected in the seminal
essay, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal,” written by the
architectural critic Colin Rowe and the painter Robert Slutzky
approximately at the same time as the New National Gallery
was being constructed. In the essay, Rowe and Slutzky suggest
a duality: literal transparency implies a material condition,
such as glass, whereas phenomenal or seeming transparency
refers to a spatial organization and simultaneous perception
of different locations.® The authors examine the character-
istics of Cubist paintings—such as frontality, suppression of
depth, and contraction of space—and demonstrate their appli-
cation to architecture in terms of phenomenal transparency.
They argue that phenomenal transparency was much harder
to achieve than literal transparency since the former consti-
tutes three-dimensional layers of superimposed spaces, which
do not obstruct one another.*» However, Mertins points to the
inadequacy of Rowe and Slutzky’s ideas, who were unsuccess-
ful in revealing all aspects of transparency, and criticizes them

Figure 6. Night view of the gallery. Photo: Wolfgang Scholvien, 2005.

13 Rowe and Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal,” 45-46.
14 Ibid., 46-49.

15 Rowe and Slutzky criticize Siegfried Giedion for not thoroughly grasping
phenomenal transparency despite Giedion'’s conception relying on the
simultaneous perception of several vantage points, see also (Giedion,
Space, Time and Architecture, 436). Mertins clarifies that Giedion’s idea
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for reducing transparency to mere visuality and a two-dimen-
sional artistic conception.*s The architectural critic Anthony
Vidler asserts that literal transparency can easily turn into ob-
scurity and reflectivity since the reflected scape and interior
view become superimposed on glass surfaces.*® Nevertheless,
one can very clearly see the interior at night when the building
is artificially lit from inside and glows brightly (Fig. 6). In many
of his buildings, Mies used a specific type of glass that had a
reflective quality, rather than seeing the superimposition of
reflections as an obstacle to achieve literal transparency. The
architectural theorist Jose Quetglas interprets this as the dis-
solution of interiority and exteriority that leads to the creation
of a new experience. He points to the dual character of image
in the Barcelona Pavilion as the audience feels like being in the
interior space while they are viewing from the outside, “Could
it be that the pavilion has no interior, or that its interior is an
exterior? Or is it that the visitor has seen himself rejected by
the pavilion, bounced back to the exterior at the moment that
he was closest to entry?”7

HLA SR I

of transparency was constructed by free movements of an observer
in space-time whereas Rowe and Slutzky’s idea was dependent on
the fixed locations of an observer in two-dimensional space (Mertins,
Transparencies Yet to Come, 6).

16 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny, 220.

17 Quetglas, “Fear of Glass: The Barcelona Pavilion,” 128 and 130.
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Figure 7. View of landscape as a changing décor. Photo: André P.
Meyer-Vitali, 2012.

-
:

Figure 8. The reflecting quality of glass surfaces. Photo: Author, 2007.

Figure 9. Landscape view framed by steel structures. Photo: Willem van Bergen, 2007.

The relationship between inside and outside is evident before
even entering any architectural work by Mies. In the New Na-
tional Gallery, he presents the glass facades as a screen or a
frame between the exterior and the interior areas. By so doing,
he expresses the temporality of cityscapes by defining glass
walls as changing backgrounds for the displayed artworks and
furniture inside.*® Glass becomes a flat surface that turns the
environment into part of the décor in interior space — an im-
age to be displayed and gazed at (Figure 7). Framing allows
for the public to see what the architect wants them to see, for
example the glass surfaces of the Crown Hall (1950-56), which
frame the city of Chicago as something to be viewed. Berlin,

18 Lambert, “Mies Immersion”, 428 and 499.

conversely, becomes a mural for the artworks in the New Na-
tional Gallery. Observed from the interior space, according
to Quetglas, Berlin cityscape emerges as a two-dimensional
mural, frame, and sticker on the transparent fagade.® From
the outside, the glass becomes a mirror, which reflects the
cityscape, landscape, and sky (Fig. 8). The changing views of
the city become images on the screens, which are framed by
the steel structural system (Fig. 9). The cityscape changes con-
tinuously throughout the day and over the seasons, so that
the transparent glass turns into a temporal, ephemeral, and
reflective screen.

19 Neumeyer, “AWorld in Itself: Architecture and Technology,” 81.

20 Quetglas, “Fear of Glass: The Barcelona Pavilion,” 134-135.
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Condensation as a New Layer

Mies used glass to allow the transmission of simultaneous and
superimposed gazes as suggested by phenomenal transpar-
ency. When approaching the gallery from the ground level
platform, it is possible to simultaneously see glass walls, an
entrance level gallery, cityscape behind the building, and re-
flection of the view on the glass. Similarly, when descending to
the basement level to enter the sculpture garden, it is possible
to simultaneously perceive sculptures, greenery, the lower
gallery, and to have a partial view of the city. The “almost non-
existent” glass surfaces can be seen as a thin membrane that
erases the boundaries between public and private and renders
the line between interior and exterior ambiguous.

The architectural historian Fritz Neumeyer argues that the
transparency of Mies’ buildings proposed freedom of move-
ment in space and connection with environment.? In its en-
tirety, the clearly defined and strongly connected spaces of
the gallery absorb the movements of the audience without
directing them to a location or route. To achieve flow and flu-
ency through landscape, Mies avoided any unnecessary win-
dow divisions, which would obstruct the view. According to
the contemporary sociologist Richard Sennett, this attempt
derives from Mies' aesthetic concerns.> As Mies puts it, “The
exterior and interior of my buildings are one. You cannot di-
vorce them. The outside takes care of the inside.” However,
despite the reciprocal relationship of visuality in interiority and
exteriority, the qualities of air, sound, and smell do not flow
freely through spaces at all times. As Sennett notes, it was a
modern approach to establish interior and exterior visual con-
nections, but to seal off other senses from outside.* Visuality
was the dominant paradigm of modern aesthetics, whereas
tactile, acoustic, and climatic conditions were of secondary
importance to architecture. In the New National Gallery, the
precise disconnection between senses remains. The role of
transparency as a means of connection and flow between au-
dience and environment is suspended. One can perceive the
sculpture garden from the platform but cannot have access to
it, or can view the cityscape from the ground level gallery but
cannot hear any sound or feel the weather outside (Fig. 10).

An on-going discussion about the glass walls elaborates the
argument. Cold weather and icy wind interfere visual and con-
ceptual transparency in the gallery. In winter, due to humid-
ity, condensation occurs on glass surfaces and blurs the clear
vision of the gallery (Fig. 11). In order to solve this problem,

Figure 10. View of the sculpture garden from the entrance level. Photo:
Author, 2007.

[
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Figure 11. Condensation problems on glass walls. Photo: Joseph A, 2007.

many precautions have been taken since then, but none have
been successful yet. For example, temperature and air circula-
tion of the gallery were increased. An infrared beam was used
to reduce humidity, and curtains were hung on the walls in or-
der to protect the artworks from the ultraviolet light. Howev-
er, curtains produced static electricity because of the reduced
humidity and disrupted the view.

The formation of condensation obstructs vision on both in-
side and outside. Most importantly, it makes the air visible.
Although the weather is not felt in the climatically controlled
interior space, it is clearly perceived. Condensation acts like a
veil, through which no gaze but only partial light can pass. At
some points, one can peek from behind the blurry glass, as if
sneaking a look through translucent curtains. From the exterior,
rather than reflecting Mies’ objective of pure transparency, the
building has the impression of a rectangular haze or mist. In-
stead of showing the artworks inside, the glass gallery displays

21 Neumeyer, "AWorld in Itself: Architecture and Technology,” 79.
22 Sennett, “Plate Glass,” 363.
23 Lambert, “Mies Immersion,” 379.

24 Sennett, “Plate Glass,” 352 and 354.
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25 Vismann and Mayer, “The Perspiration Affair,” 84-86.

26 Herzog and de Meuron, Treacherous Transparencies, 9.



the effects of cold weather. Pointing to this critical problem
on the way of obtaining pure transparent facades, condensa-
tion on the windowpanes emerges as a new opaque texture. It
produces an ephemeral and almost tactile sense of opacity, as
if the glass walls are entirely smudged, only to disappear when
the weather is mild enough.

Conclusion

This paper reflects the dilemma between intentions and out-
comes in an architectural work of the mid-twentieth-century
that has been retold through a recent book on transparency.
As Herzog and de Meuron argue, glass buildings became so
ubiquitous in our age that people do not notice or dwell on
them anymore.?® However, issues on the effect of transparen-
cy, translucency, and opaqueness of the glass concern various
contemporary buildings, ranging from Herzog & de Meuron's
Laban Dance Centre (2003) in London and Allmann Sattler
Wappner Architekten’s Dornier Museum (2009) in Friedrich-
shafen, Germany to SANAA’s 21st Century Museum of Con-
temporary Art (2004) in Kanazawa, Japan. In order to thor-
oughly reveal the potential of glass, these buildings should be
handled and grasped in accordance with their essence. As this
paper shows through the case of the New National Gallery, it
was one of Mies’ primary objectives to make artists and cura-
tors understand, interpret, and engage with the size, material,
and transparency of the glass cube.

The effect of transparency did not succeed in the New Nation-
al Gallery at all times. Mies' intentions were not very compli-
cated at first when he designed the building; yet, its materi-
alisation caused an elaborate analysis and transformation due
to its context and content. Problems encountered on the way
contradict the remarks of Rowe and Slutzky, who emphasize
that the achievement of literal transparency in architecture
was much easier than phenomenal transparency. Environmen-
tal conditions, such as weather, daylight, artificial light, and in-
ability to construct a direct connection of vision, touch, smell,
and sound between inside and outside, alter the outcome on
the glass surfaces. However, taking into consideration the
gallery’s potentials as a glass cube as Mies analysed, it can be
read as an ephemeral and temporal artwork per se, whose ap-
pearance changes throughout the day and over the seasons.
The transparent fagades become a frame, screen, mirror, veil,
and fog, which reflect and superimpose clear images and hazy
appearances, to be uncovered and experienced by passers-by
and visitors. The gallery thus challenges the modern notions
of transparency, vision, flow, circulation, and accessibility, as
it presents the glass as a reflective screen and a condensed

opaque layer. I
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